Hiatal Hernia: Causes, Symptoms, 
and Treatment Options 


What is Hiatal Hernia? 


A hiatal hernia manifests when the upper portion of the stomach protrudes through the diaphragm, the 
muscular partition between the chest and abdomen. This occurrence can trigger discomfort and 
digestive issues, as stomach acid may reflux into the esophagus, leading to symptoms such as heartburn. 


Root Causes 


While the precise cause of many hiatal hernia remains elusive, several factors may contribute, 
including: 


e Changes related to Age: The natural weakening of the diaphragm muscle with age increases the 
susceptibility to hernia development. 


e@ Injury: Trauma or accidents causing damage to the diaphragm can create weak spots conducive 
to hernia formation. 


e Congenital Factors: Some individuals are born with an unusually large opening in the 
diaphragm, elevating the risk of hiatal hernia. 


e Lifestyle Factors: Activities exerting pressure on the diaphragm, such as coughing, vomiting, 
heavy lifting, and straining during bowel movements, can contribute. 


e Smoking: Smoking is a major factor since it weakens various muscles in the body, including the 
diaphragm. 


Types of Hiatal Hernia 


Two primary types of hiatal hernias exist: 


e Sliding Hiatal Hernia: Accounting for about 95% of cases, the stomach's part connecting to the 
esophagus slides up into the chest cavity through the weakened diaphragmatic area. 


e Paraesophageal Hiatal Hernia: Less common but potentially more severe, in this type, the 
stomach pushes up beside the esophagus through the diaphragm, increasing the risk of 
complications like strangulation. 


Common Symptoms 


Symptoms vary based on hernia size, location, and individual factors. Common symptoms of hiatal 
hernia may include: 


e Heartburn - A burning sensation in the chest and throat due to stomach acid reflux. 
e Regurgitation - Food or liquid coming back into the mouth. 

e Difficulty Swallowing - Challenges in swallowing food or liquids. 

e Chest Pain - Discomfort in the chest or upper abdomen. 

e Early Satiation - Feeling full quickly after consuming small amounts. 

e Belching - Frequent and louder than normal burping. 

e Hiccups - Persistent and difficult-to-control hiccups. 


While not everyone with a hiatal hernia experiences symptoms, prompt medical attention is crucial if 
you experience any of these symptoms in major degrees. 


How is it Diagnosed? 


Physicians may use various tests for hiatal hernia diagnosis, including: 


e Barium Swallow - |Involves drinking a chalky liquid visible on X-rays. 


e Endoscopy - Inserts a thin tube with a camera down the throat to examine the esophagus and 
stomach. 


e Esophageal Manometry - Measures pressure and muscle contractions in the esophagus. 


Treatments for Hiatal Hernia 


Treatment depends on symptom severity, hernia size, and location. Lifestyle changes, medications, and 
surgery are viable options. 


Lifestyle Modifications 


Adopting certain habits can alleviate symptoms and prevent hernia progression: 


e Dietary Adjustments - Avoiding trigger foods, reducing caffeine and alcohol, and consuming 
smaller, more frequent meals. 


e Maintaining Healthy Weight - Excess weight exacerbates symptoms by adding pressure on the 
diaphragm. 


e Elevating Bed Head - Prevents nighttime reflux by discouraging stomach acid backup. 


e Smoking Cessation - Quitting smoking helps fortify the weakened diaphragm and reduces 
esophageal irritation. 


Through Medications 


Medications, oral and intravenous, also play a role in relieving symptoms. These include: 


e Antacids - Neutralize stomach acid, offering quick relief from heartburn. 
e@ H2 Blockers - Reduce stomach acid production. 


e Proton Pump Inhibitors (PPIs) - Potent medications effectively controlling acid reflux symptoms. 


Hernia Surgery 


In severe cases, surgery may be necessary, with options such as: 
e Nissen Fundoplication - Commonly recommended, this surgery wraps the stomach's top around 
the lower esophagus, reinforcing the valve and preventing acid reflux. 


@ Open Hernia Surgery - Reserved for larger or more complex hernias, involving a larger 
abdominal incision. 


e Endoluminal Fundoplication (ELF) - A less invasive procedure performed through the mouth 
using a thin tube with a camera and tiny instruments. 


Recovery and Prognosis 


Recovery duration varies based on surgery type. Aftercare involves adhering to medical advice, 
maintaining a balanced diet, ample rest, pain management, and regular follow-up appointments. 


The prognosis for hiatal hernia patients is generally positive. Proper TVGSC hernia treatment often 
leads to significant symptom relief and improved quality of life. However, recurrences can happen, 
necessitating additional treatment. 


For any concerns about hiatal hernias, it is recommended to consult with a hernia surgeon for accurate 
diagnosis and treatment plans tailored to a patient’s specific needs. 


